Hassall's corpuscles in the thymus of fetuses, infants and children: immunological and histochemical aspects.
Hassall's corpuscles (HC) were examined for immunological and histochemical markers in cryostat sections of thymus from fetuses, infants and children. HC could not be detected before 14 weeks of gestation. Receptors for the Fc part of IgG (Fc gamma R) were demonstrated by adherence of ox erythrocytes sensitized with anti-ox IgG using a closed chamber technique. Fc gamma R were also detected by immune complexes of horseradish peroxidase (HRP) and rabbit antibodies to HRP, and with an anti-Fc gamma R serum, using indirect immunofluorescence technique and indirect immunoperoxidase technique. The staining was seen along the outer cell membranes of the HC. The Fc gamma R activity was highest in early fetal life, and decreased with increasing age. Indicator cells which detect receptors for the Fc part of IgM and for the activated third component of complement did not adhere to HC. At 14 weeks of gestation, HC showed a weak alpha-naphthyl acetate esterase (ANAE) activity, while from 16 weeks the staining intensity and pattern was unchanged. In some HC, separate cells with strong ANAE activity were seen. These cells also showed endogenous peroxidase activity, and were stained by an antibody to HLA-DR antigens. Such cells were not seen until 16 weeks of gestation. HC were stained by antibodies to IgG in fetuses older than 16 weeks, and the intensity increased gradually up to 24 weeks. Antibodies to IgM weakly stained some HC in fetuses between 16 and 36 weeks of gestation, whereas antibodies to IgA stained a minority of HC in fetuses older than 24 weeks.